The aims of antenatal and child-welfare work are both attractive and urgent. The infant has generally been neglected in this regard. Hitherto it has never had the chance of profiting, in an organised manner, from the advancements in knowledge calculated to preserve and add to its vitality. Ignorance of its special requirements has been allowed to environ its existence, and from its birth it has had to struggle to live, in the course of which disease generally has closed the scene with death. All this is now in process of change. The State has taken the infant under its charge; the tender hold the infant has on life has become the object of solicitous care; its struggles to live have ended, under a beneficent law designed to protect its well-being.
Notwithstanding all that has been done, we must admit that our knowledge of many of the problems of antenatal pathology is very scanty.
But it continues to be a fruitful field for investigation, and without doubt research in this direction, which will be much more possible in the near future than it has ever been before, will yield abundant results. The interest awakened on the part of the public generally in this matter has been very marked recently, and maternity and child-welfare centres are springing up all over the country. It is essentially true that the knowledge gained from these centres is precisely the knowledge which the medical student should possess, and under a system of organisation these centres should enable them so to acquire it. We may assume that so far as the medical student is concerned, a way could be found by which these infants' welfare cliniques might be made available for instruction, and it should be made possible for the authorities of the cliniques and of the medical centres to enter into an arrangement to secure that object.
It is said that it is more dangerous to be a baby in a large city than a soldier in the trenches, but we may look forward to the time?nay, the time has already arrived?when it is impossible to level such a reproach upon the nation, for the death-rate among the infants is in reality the concern of every one of us, and after all we are, as a nation, asking for more children while we cannot, or will not, keep alive the children we have. Perhaps it would be more to the point to say?take care of the death-rate and the birth-rate will take care of itself.
It is important to cultivate efficiency from the very beginning, that is, from the pre-natal period. The excess of females over males is one of the most serious problems which the immediate future will have to face. The general decline in the birth-rate is in itself'serious enough, but the relative decline in males, or as it has been called, the negative masculinity, is a matter which demands close attention, and this attention must be concentrated on pre-natal conditions and infantile mortality. The present negative masculinity is due not so much to the well-known disproportion between males and females at birth but to the much greater mortality among male children than female. The Government has offered to defray three-quarters of all approved expenditure on the treatment of these diseases, and centres are being established with great rapidity up and down the country. I think the Government will find that this is a sound investment for the money of the nation, although it naturally is one of the increasing cases in which the private practitioner sees the Government taking away his income, experience, and advancement. This is a grievance, but I think it is one which can be remedied.
To live is sometimes very difficult, but it is never meritorious in itself, and we must have a reason to allege to our own conscience why we should continue to exist on this crowded earth. This may seem a hard condition, but without it we cannot realise the mission that glows in the natural desire to leave the world better than we found it. In looking back through a vista of years and old memories?tempora labuntur tcicitisque senescimus annis?I am optimistic enough to re-echo Whittier's article of belief and to make my last adieu to you all in his words, so full of good cheer and of eternal hope: "Of course the world is growing better, the Lord reigns, our old planet is swinging slowly into full light. I despair of nothing good, all will come in due time that is really needed and all we have to do is to work and wait."
